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County Agent’s Notes:

May 21, 2001

Peas; the favorite of southern gardeners….
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
For most people in the United States, the English or “green” pea is the crop that comes to
mind when peas are mentioned, but in the South we know better. When we talk about peas, we
are referring to the Southern pea. Our “peas” are also known as cowpeas, crowders, and blackeyed peas. Unlike green peas which are grown during cool weather, our peas are very
susceptible to cold, and are only grown in warm and hot weather.
Our pea varieties are identified by hull color, hilum or “eye” color, spacing or
“crowding” of seed in the pod, seed color, and size of seed. Examples are purple-hull, pinkeye
purple-hull, black-eye, black crowder, and “lady” peas. Local gardeners grow modern varieties
such as the pinkeye purple-hull, as well as many heirloom varieties that have been passed down
for generations. Although local growers make a strict separation between cowpea and crowder
peas, technically they are just varieties within the species.
Like several of our southern vegetable crops, cowpeas originated in Africa. They grew in
poor soils and among rocks, much as they do today. They were domesticated thousands of years
ago, with growers selecting the best producing lines for planting. Within the last fifty years,
more scientific methods have been used for crossing, selecting, and improving varieties to resist
disease and insects, and to produce higher yields. Many of our newer varieties are selected for
harvesting by machines rather than by hand.

The late Dr. Woodrow Hare, professor of Horticulture at Mississippi State was
responsible for producing several of the varieties that have become favorites. I was fortunate to
know this quiet man who spent most of his life developing the peas we depend on for our tables.
Needless to say, he was very successful at his work.
Southern peas grow on a variety of soils, but do best in soils with low to moderate
fertility and slightly acid pH between 5.5 and 6.5. More fertile soils stimulate vine growth and
delay pod production. Since peas are legumes, they fix most of their own nitrogen from the
atmosphere, and only need a very small amount (20 to 30 pounds of actual nitrogen) per acre to
help them get started. When soil test results show medium to high levels of phosphate and
potash, these elements should not be needed, however when levels are low you should supply 30
to 40 pounds of phosphate and 60 to 80 pounds of potash per acre.
Peas are reasonably drought-tolerant, but supplemental water will greatly increase yields
in dry years. The critical time for irrigation is during blooming when plants should receive about
1 inch of water each week from either rain or irrigation. In this area, most of our peas cannot be
irrigated, but home gardeners may want to consider watering to increase yields on small plots.
Many of our favorite pea varieties are either tolerant or resistant to many of the diseases
that once affected this crop, however seed rots, viruses, fusarium wilt, and nematodes can still
cause problems. Insect pests include aphids, thrips, curculio, leaf beetles, corn earworm,
stinkbug, plant bug, and others. Many of the most common weeds can be controlled with
herbicides, however most local growers either tolerate weeds or remove them by mechanical
means.
I mentioned severals names for Southern peas in the beginning, but they have another
local name. Many people refer to them as “lifesavers” since in so many instances they will

produce when other crops fail. We see them on Southern tables year around since they can be
canned, frozen, or dried for later use. They are prepared in many ways, but my favorite is the old
fashioned way with onions or garlic and a small piece of pork; if they got any better than that I
couldn’t stand it.
The recommended time for planting peas for commercial sale is mid-April, but for home
gardeners they can be planted as late as July if there is enough moisture to get a stand. If you
haven’t planted your peas yet then get going. We have more information if you need it, but I
think most of you inherited an instinctive talent for growing them. If for no other reason, plant
peas so that you will at least be sure of success with something.

